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  Rome


  753 BCE


  After King Romulus had beheaded his brother Remus, the man’s head had sat on a spike on the hilltop overlooking the Forum for over a week. The crows had been the first to make a feast of it, followed by the flies. It had then become something of a macabre target, with Romulus’s men throwing stones at it to alleviate the boredom of their watches. The hilltop used to be known as the hill of Saturn. Now, it was called the Capitoline Hill, the hill of the head.


  By the time Tarpeia had persuaded Romulus to allow her to take down the head, there wasn’t much left of it at all. It certainly wasn’t recognizable as Remus. After a soldier had helped her remove it from the spike, she had put it in her palla and wrapped the fabric several times around it. That was enough to keep it relatively intact and hold whatever remained of the flesh to the bone. It did nothing to stop the smell, though.


  She took the beaten footpath down the west slope of the Capitoline Hill until she reached its grassy base where a few plump sheep were grazing in the Campus Martius, the field of Mars, so named in honor of Romulus’s divine father. There, groups of men were practicing military drills. The king insisted that all male citizens receive a soldier’s training: if they were to live in Rome, they must be ready and able to defend it.


  One of the men—a rugged but worn-looking soldier who was among those charged with training the new citizens—dropped his shield and sword onto the ground, threw up his arms, and marched toward her.


  “Lady Tarpeia!” he exclaimed. “What are you doing here alone? Where are your guards?”


  “They are where I left them, Maxentius.” she replied. “I ordered them to remain by the Aedes Vestae.”


  “They take their orders from Romulus, not from you. Tell me the truth.”


  “I sent them on an errand,” she said. She glanced at the fabric-wrapped head under one arm. Red and yellow spots from the rotting flesh were now seeping through the white fabric. “I have my own errand to perform, in privacy. I don’t need them tagging along behind me like two hungry dogs.”


  “They will be beaten like dogs when the king hears of this.” He regarded the foul package under her arm and licked his lips in disgust. “So he finally gave you permission, did he? Where are you taking it?”


  “I’d rather not say.”


  “And I’d rather not be standing in his middle of this shit-filled field getting my blood drained by mosquitoes and playing at swords with these idiots”—he pivoted to the men still performing drills several paces away—“but here I am.”


  Tarpeia shifted on her feet. It had drizzled rain the night before, and the field was wet enough for water to soak into her sandals. “My feet are getting cold. Mind your own business now, Maxentius.”


  She turned quickly from him, hoping the air of indignation would be enough to dissuade him from following her. It wasn’t. He stayed at her side as she kept walking toward the nearby banks of the Tiber River.


  “What are you going to do with it?” he asked, his breath visible in the cool morning air.


  “I’m going to burn it on the altar to Father Tiber.” An involuntarily shiver ran over the skin of her bare arms. She had left her house in only a light palla, and had used that to wrap Remus’s head. Maxentius sighed and took off his cloak, placing it over her shoulders and pinning it at the breastbone. It was still warm from his body. “Gratias tibi ago,” she said, thanking him.


  “The altar fire won’t be hot enough to turn it to ash.”


  “I know that, but the king wouldn’t let me take it to the ustrinum or make a private pyre. The gods only know what he did with the rest of the body.”


  “I heard he ordered it ground into meal and fed to the pigs.”


  Tarpeia did not react. If Maxentius were trying to rattle her, she would not give him the satisfaction. “Typical gossip of the common soldiery,” she said under her breath, although just loudly enough for him to hear, and in a tone that suggested she did not wish to talk anymore.


  They walked the rest of the way in silence, reaching the edge of the river where the altar to the god of the Tiber had been erected. It was quiet on the riverbank, the only sounds being the various birds that chirped, squawked and quacked with the excitement of another day, and the rushing of the water as it flowed past the rocks and the thick, gnarled tree roots along the shore.


  Maxentius leaned against an old fig tree as Tarpeia approached the rectangular altar. Made of peperino, its surface was sculpted and painted handsomely with colorful images of the Tiber—fish, eels, vegetation, birds and ducks. A bronze firebowl sat on top, in its center. On the ground all around the altar, spots of upturned soil betrayed the presence of multiple votive offerings that people had burned in the fire before burying in the earth.


  Tarpeia stepped onto the raised perimeter of the altar and peered inside the bowl. Thankfully, at least one priest had been ambitious enough to ensure the fire was still burning this morning. Despite the morning’s dampness, four split logs of oak burned within, sheltered by the altar’s high canopy of carved wood.


  Beside the firebowl sat an assortment of libations and offerings: two cups of wine, a jug of olive oil, a loaf of bread, a tray of grapes and fish, and a terracotta statuette of a wolf. The latter was in tribute to the she-wolf that—rumor had it—had guarded the infant Silvian princes on the banks of the river until their basket had been found by the shepherd Faustulus.


  Tarpeia pushed the tray of grapes and fish aside and set the fabric-wrapped head on the altar, next to the statuette of the wolf. A wave of nausea rose from her stomach and she swallowed, afraid the sudden sourness in her mouth would make her vomit. No doubt, Maxentius would find that amusing. The soldiery would have something else to gossip about.


  She felt the presence of the guard’s body behind her and turned to face him. He wore a rare look of sympathy, so she stepped aside to let him unwrap the head for her. Seemingly unperturbed by the sight of the skull—rotting flesh hanging from it, and a pocket of maggots burrowed into the spot where the left ear should be—he handed the soiled fabric to her, which she accepted gingerly, and he placed the head, face up, in the fire. At first, the flames struggled under the bulk of it, so Maxentius gathered several strips of dry kindling and another two split logs and passed them to Tarpeia. She arranged them around the head. The fire gained advantage and began to consume wood, bone and flesh alike.


  She put her hands over the fire that would purify Remus’s spirit for the gods. “Tiber Pater, Remum Silvium qui tuus progenies est ad inferni tolle.” Father Tiber, deliver Remus Silvius, your descendant, to Hades.


  After a few moments of silence, she reached behind her neck and unfastened her necklace, dropping the gold pendant into the flames—gold, to pay the ferryman Charon to take Remus across the River Styx, to the afterlife, where Rhea awaited him.


  She closed her eyes and allowed herself to indulge in that vision: Rhea embracing Remus in the eternal spring of the flowering Elysian Fields, mother and son, healthy and happy, together in death in a way they had never been in life. She prayed harder, hoping the force of her prayers could make it so. She tried to picture Rhea’s face, joyful and at peace.


  Yet blacker thoughts kept intruding.


  After Rhea had witnessed one of her sons decapitate the other and hold his severed head high in the air to the cheers of a maniacal crowd, she had played the part that Romulus needed her to play: the proud mother, the dutiful Roman citizen, the honored priestess of Vesta, the Mother of Rome.


  However, in the privacy of her home, with only Tarpeia there to see it, it was a much different scene. Rhea had sobbed violently, her stomach emptying on the carpets until only dry heaves remained. She had prayed feverishly to the gods, ripping the jewels off her body and throwing them into the flames of the hearthfire and braziers, until she collapsed in exhaustion and slept, soon waking with a start to suffer the anguish anew.


  The discovery of her suicide and her body by the shore—right here, at the altar to Father Tiber—had shocked Romulus, but not Tarpeia. In fact, Tarpeia had warned the priestess’s guards to be extra vigilant in the wake of Remus’s death. Not that they had listened. Oh well. They were making their own journey to the afterlife to answer for it.


  Tarpeia muttered another prayer and opened her eyes. Below, in the midst of the moving flames, Remus stared up at her through empty eye sockets. The wood under his skull shifted and his jawbone jutted to the side.


  The grotesque sight sparked something in her, making her nerves fire and causing a vise of terror to tighten around her chest. Her body felt immovable, as if her feet were nailed to the platform of the altar…and then she heard it.


  A voice in the fire. Remus cried out in agony as the flames licked his skull.


  Tarpeia gasped and clutched the edges of Maxentius’s cloak, pulling it tighter around her shoulders. “Maxentius,” she breathed, her face pulled into a grimace as she stared at the burning head. “Do you hear that?” She looked at the guard, but his unperturbed demeanor persisted.


  “What do you hear?”


  Tarpeia took a deep breath. “He is screaming.”


  Maxentius pretended to listen. He had only been in charge of guarding the priestess a few times, but that had been enough to realize that she often saw things in a different way. Sometimes, she even seemed to see and hear things that weren’t there. The day before, he had overheard her whispering to a statue of Mars in the Forum in a somewhat heated way, as if she were having a quiet argument with the god of war.


  “It’s just the roar of the fire,” he said.


  “No, it sounds different. There! I heard it again. Do you not hear it?”


  “The dead don’t speak in fire,” said Maxentius. “Only Vesta can do that. You should know that better than anyone.”


  Tarpeia nodded slightly, although more in concession than agreement, and reached for the terracotta jug of olive oil on the altar. The screaming was gone now. She poured a stream of oil into the flames as a libation to Father Tiber, to Pluto, to Vesta, to whatever gods might momentarily glance away from divine matters to look upon Remus’s plight.


  Stepping back from the altar, she leaned against the fig tree as Maxentius waited for the fire to die down enough to remove the charred skull, all that was left of Remus’s head. He wrapped it in Tarpeia’s palla and handed the warm package to her before placing a few fresh pieces of wood on the altar fire.


  Together, they walked toward a grove of oak trees in the distance, Tarpeia glancing over her shoulder to ensure that no one was following them. She did not want anyone to see where she was burying the blackened skull, the measly remains of the king’s ill-fated brother. She did not need some sycophantic soldier digging it up and giving it to Romulus so that it, too, could be ground up and fed to the pigs.


  As they entered the grove, Maxentius pushed the largest of the tree branches aside, clearing a path for Tarpeia. When she was certain they had gone far enough, she knelt at the base of a tree, set the package on the ground beside her, and began to dig a hole in the wet soil with her hands. When it was deep enough to hold and conceal the cranium, she held her palla over the hole and shook it gently, letting the skull tumble into its grave.


  “Your name was Remus Silvius,” she said to the skull. “You were a prince of the Silvian dynasty and a descendant of Aeneas. You were born Cinus and raised by the shepherd Faustulus and his wife Larentia. You had a twin brother who was born Caelus. He became Romulus and killed you. Your father was Prince Egestus of Alba Longa, and your mother was Princess Rhea Silvia. They await you in the afterlife.” Tarpeia felt the weight of Maxentius’s gaze, and looked up to see him staring quizzically down at her. “It is a Sabine funeral custom,” she explained. “It helps the dead remember who they were. Death is confusing.”


  “To us all,” said Maxentius, as he watched the priestess fold her soiled palla on top of the skull and then fill in the grave with dirt, burying both.


  Satisfied with the burial, Tarpeia sat back on her heels and looked up at the sky. “It’s going to be a nice day after all,” she said. She raised a hand and Maxentius clasped it, pulling her to her feet. “Maxentius, I have heard a rumor that you…”


  “What?”


  “That you came to Rome after escaping from a prison camp outside of Cures, and that Romulus granted you asylum.”


  “That’s not a rumor. It’s the truth.”


  “Is it also true that you drowned a man in Sabinum? One of King Tatius’s soldiers?”


  “I didn’t drown him. I held him under the water for a while, and when I pulled him out, he wasn’t breathing.”


  Tarpeia wiped her soil-covered hands on her already muddy tunica and laughed, her hand coming up as it always did to self-consciously cover the smallest trace of an overbite. It left a smudge of mud on her lip. “Why did you kill”—she snickered—“why did you hold him under the water?”


  “Because the prick stole my bow and arrows when I was off taking a piss.”


  “And your bow and arrows were worth more than his life?”


  “To me they were.”


  “I suppose that’s a reasonable answer.”


  The sacerdos began to make her way out of the thick grove of trees, choosing her steps to avoid sinking into the wet earth as the soggy tree roots and soil threatened to give way under her weight. She emerged from the grove, Maxentius close behind her, to find the ground firmer, already drying in the sun.


  Together, they continued along the field of the Campus Martius until they neared an oversized, high-roofed officer’s tent. Outside the tent stood a large brazier with a number of men gathered around it, including Romulus, several higher-ranking soldiers, and the king’s first in command, Proculus Julius. They all held bowls and spooned large heaps of gruel into their mouths. When Romulus turned to hand his empty bowl to the cook, the face of the man standing next to him came into Maxentius’s view.


  The soldier threw his head back in frustration. “Blessed Themis above,” he muttered into the sky, before leaning into Tarpeia and whispering. “That’s the Sabine general who arrested me in Cures. He’s an ass, to be sure.”


  “Yes, to be sure,” said Tarpeia.


  To Maxentius’s slack-jawed surprise, the priestess waved at the general and his face opened in happiness. He moved to greet her, his thick brown cloak flowing behind him, briefly exposing the richly gilded hilt of the dagger at his side. He brushed the mud off her lip with his thumb.


  “My daughter,” he said. “I have missed you.” He pinched the threadbare fabric of her—of Maxentius’s—cloak before unfastening it and letting it drop to the wet ground. “Is this how they dress fine ladies in Rome?” he asked, removing his own cloak and placing it over her shoulders.


  “No, of course not, Father. My guard—”


  “Your guards didn’t know where you were,” he interrupted. “I’ve been looking for you all morning.”


  Romulus wiped the gruel off his mouth with his arm. “I’ll have to do something about that,” he growled. His eyes darted to Proculus with a not-so-discreet message. Take care of it. Make it unpleasant. The Roman king had little tolerance for the lax guards of priestesses.


  Knowing as much, Tarpeia waved a hand in the air, simultaneously dismissing the matter and shooing away a mosquito. “They cannot be blamed, Your Highness. I admit that I evaded them. I had a private matter to attend to. Anyway, Maxentius here has been stuck to me all morning, like a fly on honey. I have been quite safe.”


  Romulus gestured for the cook to offer Maxentius a bowl of gruel, but the soldier declined. He knew it wasn’t a real offer. He spared a kind thought for Tarpeia, though. It was generous of her to praise him in front of the king. Romulus spoke to him directly, gesturing to Tarpeia’s father.


  “This is Spurius Tarpeius, the new commander of the citadel,” he said.


  Spurius tongued some gruel stuck to his teeth and regarded Maxentius indifferently, with no sign of recognition on his face. That only made Maxentius dislike him more.


  “Welcome, sir,” Maxentius forced himself to say.


  “I don’t need a welcome party,” replied Spurius, his amiable demeanor dissolving as he stepped away from his daughter. “Take me to the citadel.”


  Proculus swallowed a mouthful of water, washing down his thick breakfast. “I’ll go, too.”


  Maxentius picked his cloak off the ground and offered Romulus a quick, deferential nod before following Proculus and Spurius in the direction of the citadel. The other soldiers around the brazier similarly bowed to the king and departed, one headed for the Forum and the others back into the field to train.


  Tarpeia suddenly realized that she was now alone with the king. A heavy silence hung in the air between them, interrupted only by the muffled chatter of the cooks in the tent, the shouts of men training and the distant hammering of construction in the Forum. The stillness was awkward and she fidgeted with her father’s bulky cloak to disguise her unease, but Romulus only raised his chin and looked at her in that same dispassionate way he always did when he was studying someone.


  Finally, he spoke. “I am sure it has not been easy taking over my mother’s many duties,” he said, “but you have done a fine job. If your father is half as competent as you—”


  “My father is wholly competent,” said Tarpeia. Even before the words fully left her lips, she chided herself for interrupting the king. “I’m sorry, sir.”


  “You are a loyal daughter. That is nothing to be sorry for.” His eyes moved from the ill-fitting cloak around her shoulders to her mud-stained tunica. “What brings you out this way?”


  “Only an errand.”


  “What errand?”


  “Your Highness, you will remember that you granted me permission to dispose of the traitor’s remains. I was doing so.”


  “What did you do with it?”


  “I buried it in the grove,” said Tarpeia. She did her best to hold his gaze, gnawing on her bottom lip to stop herself from blurting out the fact that she had also performed the rites. Romulus had granted her permission to remove his brother’s head from the citadel, but had been adamant there was to be no cremation, no rites. She tried not to think about what might happen if he ordered the remains found and dug up: the charred skull was evidence she had defied him.


  He took a step closer, putting his hand on her back. “Come, we will have breakfast together.” She felt the pressure of his hand against her spine and allowed him to escort her inside the large tent. It was warm inside, heated by braziers, and smelled strongly of boiled cereal and milk. There were no dining couches, but instead a number of utilitarian wooden chairs were scattered here and there.


  She was deciding where to sit when Romulus removed his cloak, folded it, and set it on the seat of the chair closest to him. “Sit,” he said, before dragging a chair across the tent and sitting, unsmilingly, across from her.


  A dirty-faced cook appeared and handed Tarpeia a steaming bowl of gruel, which she accepted. The smell would have been stomach turning on a good day, never mind today, when the stench of Remus’s rotting head still clung to her nostrils. She took a spoonful and swallowed through sheer force of will. When she looked up from her bowl, Romulus had his arm outstretched, handing her something—a piece of salted eel. She took it and nibbled at the edge.


  “Do you like it?” he asked.


  Tarpeia looked at him: his black eyes, his unreadable expression, and his short hair that had recently been cut too close to the scalp, leaving dried crusts of blood on his left temple. Although still a young man, his harrowing journey to kingship had aged him. And although he looked every bit the king in his good tunica and gold-cuffed arms, underneath it all, there was still a lingering trace of his humble beginnings as shepherd’s son.


  Salted eels, thought Tarpeia. Hardly the food of royalty. She took a bigger bite of the eel, ripping at it wolf-like to liberate a mouthful of the dried meat, and chewed aggressively. If he could do it, she could, too.


  Romulus sniggered. “I was wondering if you’d eat it,” he said.


  Reflexively, Tarpeia threw the rest of the eel at him. It was a playful, good-natured response, but a thoughtless one. She stopped chewing and stared at him, fully expecting an abrupt dismissal, but instead, a smile spread slowly across his lips.


  “Come to my house for supper tonight,” he said. “No eels, I promise.”


  “Thank you, Your Highness, but it is my father’s first day in Rome. I would be a poor daughter if I did not dine with him.”


  “Bring him.”


  Before she could say anything else, he stood. The decision had been made.


  Tarpeia handed her bowl to the cook and rose from her chair. The mud on her tunica was dry now, and she could hear little grains of dirt rain down onto the floor of the tent.


  Romulus walked her outside, waving over a soldier. “Escort Lady Tarpeia back to the Aedes Vestae.”


  “Yes, Highness.”


  Tarpeia turned to Romulus. “Good day, sir.”


  He said nothing in response, so Tarpeia left him standing alone, looking somber in the shadowy threshold of the tent. She had been given a glimpse of his mortal side, but now the gravity of his birthright and his god-like aspect had returned. He was the descendant of Aeneas and the great dynasty of Silvian kings. He was the son of Mars and the king of Rome. He was the man who had beheaded his own brother and so driven his mother to suicide. And she was not particularly looking forward to having supper with him.


  * * *


  It was Tarpeia’s first time visiting the king’s new house, or if not new, at least improved. It still stood on the southwest of the Palatine, still retained its modest hut structure—round, with a thatched roof and wattle and daub walls—and still paled in comparison to some of the other houses going up in and around the city, yet it had been significantly expanded in the last week, making it large enough to accommodate several dining couches.


  She wished Rhea could see it. Tarpeia remembered being here in happier times, more naïve times, perhaps, with Rhea, Remus, and the shepherd Faustulus. They had sat around the hearthfire cramped, but together, in warmth and friendship. Rhea had joked that if Romulus did not expand his home soon, she would don a carpenter’s tunica and set to work on it herself. They had all laughed, even Romulus. It was a rare occasion Tarpeia had seen him laugh. He certainly hadn’t done so since his mother’s death. The closest he had come to it was the smirk he had given her earlier, when she had thrown her salted eel at him.


  As Tarpeia looked at her father reclining on the couch next to Romulus in the firelit house, it struck her that he was more at ease dining with the Roman king than she was. Spurius had risen through the ranks of the Sabine army to become a top adviser to King Tatius: as such, he was accustomed to eating and drinking in the company of royalty. He was relaxed enough to order his wine cup refilled again and again, and to empty three plates of pheasant, all the while engaging in serious conversation with Romulus, conversation that flowed from fortifying the citadel and improving the drainage in the Forum to dividing the rapidly growing Rome into more manageable administrative regions and better organizing the priesthoods. The older commander and the younger king shared more than an obsessive nature toward their duties. They also shared a penchant for perfectionism.


  A slave added more wood to the hearthfire in the center of the house, raising the illumination slightly and sending waves of heat outward. As they washed over her, Tarpeia realized just how tired she was. She was privately compiling a list of polite excuses to leave—the two men were all but ignoring her anyway—when a soldier entered the house, bowed to Romulus, and spoke to her father.


  “General Tarpeius,” he said. “The citadel’s north sentinel has not reported in.”


  Spurius rose and brushed some scraps of food off his tunica. “Excuse me, sir,” he said to Romulus, before promptly departing with the soldier.


  A moment later, Tarpeia saw Romulus issue a discreet command to the sole slave in the hut. The man lowered his head and slunk soundlessly outside. Alone now with the king, she set her plate on the low table in front of her.


  “Did you enjoy the food?” he asked.


  “It was delicious, sir.” She searched for something to say. “These couches are very beautiful. The tables are, too.”


  “They are from the palace in Alba Longa. Along with the cook.”


  “Ah, yes,” Tarpeia replied. “Of course.”


  After King Numitor had died, Romulus had arranged for a Julian to ascend to the Alban throne, rather than claiming his birthright for himself. Nevertheless, since then, he had regularly sent men to empty the Silvian palace of its riches and transport them to Rome. Every day, precious stock and carts arrived to equip the new city by the Tiber with skilled slaves, statuary, champion stallions, tapestries, armaments, beds, and more.


  “It is my property to take,” said Romulus, guessing her thoughts.


  “It is indeed, Your Highness. It belongs to your bloodline. And anyway, the Julii are wealthier than Saturn. They are fortunate you gave them the crown. The least they can do is sit on their own furniture.”


  The remark had its desired effect, and Romulus snorted out a half laugh. He settled back on his couch, seeming more relaxed. “I have made a change to your guards,” he said. “Maxentius will be your primary. He will go where you go and sleep when you sleep.”


  This time, it was Tarpeia’s turn to laugh. “He is as crusty as a forgotten loaf of bread,” she said. “But he is competent.”


  Romulus tipped his wine cup toward her, a full smile now on his lips. It faded, though, as his eyes moved over her, more openly than before. Feeling self-conscious under the boldness of his gaze, Tarpeia smoothed the fabric of her tunica and pretended to study a tapestry that hung on the wall.


  “Lady Tarpeia,” said Romulus. “Please remove your veil.”


  Taken aback, Tarpeia waited a beat before responding. “With respect, sir, I would prefer not to.” She sat rigidly, wishing the undercurrent of defiance in her voice had not been quite so strong.


  The king set down his wine cup. “When the intruder entered the Aedes to extinguish the ignis mirabilis, you fought him off and helped my mother preserve Vesta’s sacred flame. But your hair caught fire in the struggle and she had to crop it off. I myself saw the locks hanging on the Capillata tree. I have not seen you without your veil since. I just want to see what you look like.”


  “I look the same as I did before,” she said. “Except with short hair.”


  “Show me.”


  She waited for a moment, hoping he would relent in the face of her continued hesitation. He did not. Reluctantly, Tarpeia raised a hand and slipped her fingers under the front of her veil, pulling it backward, off her head, to reveal the boyishly cropped dark brown hair underneath.


  When she could finally bring herself to make eye contact with Romulus, she found his eyes looked different than before—they were still black, black as the blood of Mars, but there was a glint of light in them cast by the hearthfire which drew her in, and it became difficult to look away.


  Romulus gave an almost imperceptible nod. “It will grow.”


  CHAPTER II
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  It was midday by the time Tarpeia stepped into the still heat of the Aedes Vestae. The sacred fire snapped and crackled in its bronze firebowl atop a round stone altar near the center of the circular sanctum. Snake-like trails of smoke rose up to escape out the hole in the high ceiling, while at the same time a beam of sunlight slipped inside, illuminating the holy Aedes as well as the two faces of the sacerdotes Vestales within. The young women, charged with keeping the eternal fire of the goddess Vesta burning within the Aedes during their six-month tenure of service to the goddess, smiled at the city’s most senior sacerdos, Tarpeia, as she entered.


  “Salvete,” Tarpeia greeted them both, before turning to the taller of the two. “I am sorry you had to take my watch again, Fabia. An emissary from Antemnae arrived, and I could not get away. I will stay here with Paccia. Go find Pollia. She and I will take watch together.”


  “Yes, my lady,” said Fabia. She said a quiet prayer over the fire, securing the goddess’s permission to leave, and exited the Aedes.


  Now alone with Paccia, Tarpeia poked absently at the fire with an iron stoker. A black oak coal broke apart, revealing the lava-red ember within and sending sparks into the air. Tarpeia handed the stoker to Paccia and leaned against the wall, her arms folded over her chest.


  “Paccia, do you think Romulus is really the son of Mars?” she asked.


  “I think the gods speak to him,” Paccia replied. “I also think he’s fond of you. Who knows? Maybe you’ll be married before me. Between your time at the temple in Cures and here in Rome, your duty to the goddess is long complete, is it not?”


  “It is,” said Tarpeia, “but the king hasn’t formally released me yet.”


  “Maybe he’s keeping you for himself.”


  “No, I am already betrothed to the son of a merchant in Cures,” said Tarpeia. “His name is Gaius Petronius. We will marry when I return to Sabinum.”


  Paccia shrugged. “Don’t be so sure. I’ve seen the way the king looks at you. Maybe he brought your father to Rome so that he could keep you here, too. If so, consider yourself lucky. My father will probably marry me to some rich pock-marked Volscian as old as Cronus.”


  Tarpeia laughed. “You know how to use your tears as well as any daughter, Paccia. Your father will make you happy, I am certain of it.” She pushed herself away from the wall and stepped closer to the fire. “Anyway, I am pleased with my betrothal to Gaius. We’ve known each other since we were children. He used to be so lanky, but he grew to be handsome.”


  The door to the Aedes opened and two sacerdotes, Pollia and Claudia, entered.


  “Lady Tarpeia,” said the one named Pollia, “General Tarpeius wants to see you…something about consecrating the cippi for the pomerium, I’m not sure. He said he would wait for you at your house. Claudia and I will stay on watch.”


  Tarpeia sighed apologetically, but the women only smiled. They had grown accustomed to Tarpeia being pulled away from her religious duties to attend to political ones, though her genuine displeasure for it meant they harbored no resentment.


  Pollia placed a strip of kindling on the fire. “Vesta, hanc mutationem permitti,” she said. Vesta, permit this change.


  When the sacred fire showed no sign of opposition to the change in watch—the flames burned with quiet steadiness—Tarpeia and Paccia stepped outside. The air was cooler than inside the sanctum and Tarpeia felt a shudder along the bare skin of her arms. She rubbed her arms vigorously, letting the friction and the summer sun warm her. She said goodbye to Paccia and headed in the direction of her nearby house with Maxentius and another guard—she couldn’t remember his name—following closely behind.


  She opened the planked-wood door to her hut to find her father inside, his expression somewhere between pleased and suspicious as he inspected a gilded table standing in front of a heavy curtain. When she entered and closed the door behind her, he pointed his chin toward the gold table.


  “Didn’t I see that in Romulus’s house last night?”


  “Cippi for the pomerium?” she asked, ignoring his question. “Is that the best excuse you could come up with?”


  Spurius laughed. He sat on a gem-studded chair, raising his eyebrows at Tarpeia to indicate he recognized it from Romulus’s house as well, and she sat across from him. Her slave Polyxene—Rhea’s former slave—appeared, bowing first to the general and then to Tarpeia.


  “Domina,” she said. “Can I get you or the general anything?”


  Spurius shook his head, and Tarpeia waved Polyxene away.


  When he was sure they were alone, Spurius leaned forward and gave his daughter a serious look. “What happened last night after I left? Did Romulus…”


  “He did nothing,” assured Tarpeia, “other than make poor Maxentius haul half a houseful of furniture down the Palatine in the middle of the night.”


  “Nothing at all?”


  Tarpeia shook her head. There was nothing to be gained by telling her father about the veil.


  “He is taken with you, daughter.”


  “There is one woman for every fifty men in Rome,” she replied. “He would be taken with any woman young enough to still feed herself.”


  “Tarpeia, please.”


  “He knows I am betrothed to Gaius Petronius.”


  “That may make him desire you all the more.” Spurius looked at his feet. “That is the nature of men.”


  A painful silence settled between them.


  “Have you heard from Mother?” Tarpeia braved.


  “Not since last month,” Spurius replied. “No doubt Tatius has her tucked away in one of his country villas along with his other whores.” He blew air out of his nose. He knew it was wrong of him to speak so harshly of Tarpeia’s mother. “Forgive me.”


  “There is nothing to forgive,” said Tarpeia. Her mother’s blatant affair with the Sabine king—who had only recently taken the throne after the death of his father—and her willingness to leave her husband to be one of his mistresses was as agonizing to Tarpeia as it was to Spurius.


  The general gripped the arms of his chair as he spoke. “Has she contacted you?”


  Tarpeia swallowed a lump of sadness. It was awful to see her father reduced to scrounging for scraps of information about his own wife. “She sent a messenger a couple weeks ago,” she said, “but I refused to receive him.” She reached out to touch his knee. “Father, why not just divorce her?”


  Spurius shook his head. “Tatius will tire of her soon enough. She will come back to us.”


  “I am not sure I want her back.” Tarpeia stood and walked to the gilded table, absently running her fingers over the embossed surface. “I am surprised that you would.”


  “I haven’t always flowed pure as the springs either, Tarpeia.”


  “So it’s revenge, then? Because you treated her so poorly? Yes, I can see how she struggled. The fine homes and dresses, the carriages, the slaves—”


  “Tarpeia, please…”


  “Mother’s family is barely a generation removed from servitude. Had you not found the charity to marry her, she would be mopping up after a reeking drover instead of cavorting in the Sabine palace and—”


  Spurius rose to interrupt his daughter’s tirade, but a knock at the door beat him to it. Tarpeia’s chest rose and fell with a heavy breath as she summoned her composure. She put her hand to her breastbone.


  “Yes, come in, Maxentius,” she called out.


  The door opened just wide enough for Maxentius to stick his head inside. He smiled tightly at Spurius, who did not smile back, and then looked at Tarpeia. “Lady Tarpeia,” he said, careful to speak respectfully to the young woman in the presence of her father. “King Romulus is here for you. He is requesting that you come outside.”


  Tarpeia glanced at her father and moved toward the door, Spurius close behind her. They exited her house and stepped into the bright afternoon sunlight. Tarpeia halted at the sight of Romulus sitting atop a horse: beside him was a cart stacked high with valuables—furniture, baskets of fine linens, and even a gold cage of fluttering songbirds. He dismounted as two of his men began to unload the valuables from the cart.


  “Salve, Lady Tarpeia,” he greeted. “Good day to you, General.” They bowed, and Romulus continued, gesturing to the cart. “More of my belongings from Alba Longa. I thought they might be of use to you.” Without waiting for her thanks or permission, he directed the soldiers to carry the valuables into Tarpeia’s house.


  “Sir,” said Tarpeia, smiling, “there will be no room for my guests.”


  “There is no need for you to accept guests in your private home,” replied Romulus. “Other than your father and myself.”


  And soon Gaius, Tarpeia thought, but said nothing. It did not seem the right time to remind the king of such a thing.


  Seeming to remember something, Romulus took a step back toward his horse and withdrew a small fabric-covered package from a satchel. He held it out to Tarpeia. She accepted and unwrapped it, her mouth dropping open. It was an elaborate gold necklace with a large oak-leaf pendant. It could only have belonged to his mother.


  “Your Highness,” she stammered. She took the pendant in her fingers, admiring it and clumsily letting the fabric fall to the ground.


  Romulus bent down to pick up it, rising to the sound of a shout over his shoulder. His eyes narrowed as a man dressed in a modest tunica and holding a large muscular dog at the end of a rope sauntered up to him. When the dog spotted Romulus, it pulled the rope taut and barked excitedly.


  “Caelus!” the man called out. “King, eh? You can’t even remember to feed your bloody dog! How can you expect to feed a city?”


  The gibe was spoken in jest, but Romulus’s face turned to stone. He glanced meaningfully at the two soldiers unpacking the cart. They and two more blocked the man’s approach.


  Drawn as he always was by even the smallest disruption, Romulus’s general Hostus Hostilius seemed to materialize out of nowhere. He put his hand on the man’s chest to stop him in midstep, his voice dripping with indignation. “Address the king by his rightful name.”


  The man laughed. Not a cruel laugh, not a spiteful laugh, just a laugh. “Now, now, General. You can let your balls down. King Caelus and I go way back. I thought I’d bring him his old dog in exchange for some Roman hospitality.”


  During his time as one of Romulus’s most senior generals, Hostus had gained a reputation for a few things, the most notable of which was his refusal to give the same order twice. Without waiting for permission from Romulus, he withdrew a dagger from his side and brought the hilt up hard under the man’s chin, knocking his head back and sending a tooth or two flying out of his mouth.


  The man stumbled backward, trying but failing to get his feet under him, feeling Romulus’s men striking and kicking at his ribs even before he hit the ground. As the pummeling continued, he brought his legs up to his chest and curled his body tightly, trying to protect his rib cage as one rib after another cracked under the force of the beating.


  Tarpeia met eyes with Romulus, but he was as expressionless as always. She looked to her father for guidance, but he was unmoved by the violence and merely stared at the pendant in her fingers, his mind assessing the meaning of such a rich and personal gift from the king.


  “Let me through!” a strident voice called out. “You know he will see me!”


  After a muted but audible struggle, a woman broke through the line of soldiers that had formed around them and collapsed onto her knees in front of Romulus. Even in her frantic state, her high cheekbones, perfectly straight nose and ebony hair made more of an immediate impression than her desperation.


  Tarpeia knew her—she was Magia, the king’s prostitute. Rumors were, she had known Romulus and Remus when they were still Caelus and Cinus, but it was Romulus who had taken has as a mistress.


  The woman bent low and kissed Romulus’s feet. She looked up at him and clasped her hands together in supplication. “Your Highness,” she said. “I beg you to spare this man’s life.”


  When Romulus only stared down at her dispassionately, she gathered her dress around her and, still on her knees, crawled to the abused man’s side, forcing the soldiers to redirect their kicks from his torso to his legs. Magia extended her arms to protect his body as best she could.


  “Your Highness!” she shouted desperately. “He was your friend once. Please, I beg you! He was always a fool, you know that—”


  “That’s enough,” said Romulus.


  Not sure whether the king was speaking to the whore or to them, the soldiers stopped kicking. Realizing the order was directed at them, they stepped away from the man who was now writhing on the ground, blood draining from his nose and mouth, his face contorted in agony. He gasped for breath and groaned in pain, not even trying to get up. Finally, he rolled onto his back and blinked up at Magia.


  “Acrisius, you idiot,” she whispered down to him. As two soldiers reached down to pull him to his feet, she gave him a hushed warning. “He is not the same. Choose your words.”


  Acrisius sucked in air through his teeth as the pair of soldiers supported the young man under his arms and dragged him to face Romulus. He spat out of a mouthful of blood and regarded the king. Magia was right. He wasn’t the same. He looked the same. Sort of. But the boy who had been Caelus, who had always seemed somehow less than his twin brother...not only had that boy become more than Cinus, he had become more than any of them.


  “King Romulus,” said Acrisius. “I meant no offense.” He forced a weak whistle through his lips. “Cerva, come.”


  The dog, which had skittered away during the commotion, returned to Acrisius’s side and sniffed curiously at his bloodied tunica before turning her attention to her former master. She rushed at Romulus and jumped onto him with her front legs, her muscular frame and weight forcing him to take a step back.


  He rubbed her ears. “Good girl,” he said, slipping the rope off her neck and signaling for her to sit at his side. She did so obediently as her master appraised Acrisius. After a long moment, he asked, “Do you wish to stay in Rome?”


  “Yes, sir,” Acrisius replied.


  Romulus extended an arm and slapped him on the shoulder. “Welcome.”


  As the soldiers dragged him away—he would be housed in a communal military tent until his wounds healed and his duties were assigned—Tarpeia found her gaze shifting to Magia.


  The king’s statuesque prostitute was studying the cartful of valuables he was clearly gifting to Tarpeia. That in itself was not surprising. As Rome’s acting head priestess of Vesta, she was to be accorded such luxuries. Magia’s expression changed to one of surprise, though, as she noticed the oak-leaf pendant in Tarpeia’s hand. She raised her eyes to meet Tarpeia’s and smiled approvingly, as if to say, Ah, good for you.


  As the soldiers departed to leave only Tarpeia, Spurius, and Magia in the king’s presence—along with two soldiers who resumed their parade of valuables into Tarpeia’s home—it was Magia who spoke first.


  “You know what they call Hostus, don’t you?” she asked no one in particular. “Hostus the hornet. The man has the patience of a wasp at the best of times, but these days he is even more biting than usual. They all are. You saw how quickly they set upon Acrisius.” She turned to Romulus, but deciding that her comments might be more safely directed at his commander, faced Spurius instead. “This city needs women. It’s the only thing that’s going to stop its men from tearing each other apart.”


  Spurius nodded in agreement. “A widow from the country set up a bakery in the Forum yesterday. I had to post as many guards around her as around the Aedes Vestae. And at first light, I myself had to flog two citadel soldiers for impertinence. They were butting heads like a couple of rabid goats, and nearly turned on me when I interceded. Tempers are running hot and short. We have too much Mars and not enough Venus.” He adjusted the belt around his waist and stood up straight. “I’d best get back.” He turned to Romulus. “With your permission, sir.”


  “Yes, thank you, General,” said Romulus. “Magia, you can go, too.”


  Tarpeia watched the pair leave, her father heading toward his post on the citadel, and Magia running to catch up to the soldiers who were dragging Acrisius toward the rows of military tents in the Campus Martius.


  As the last of the valuables from the cart were carried into Tarpeia’s home, Romulus dismissed the remaining two soldiers. Alone with Tarpeia, he took the gold necklace out of her hand and examined it as he spoke.


  “You may think I am only emptying the palace in Alba Longa of couches and jewelry,” he said. “I am not. The gold I take from the Alban treasury—gold that belongs to the Silvii—will buy Rome’s future.” He unfastened the necklace’s clasp and stepped close to Tarpeia, close enough to reach his arms around the back of her neck, slipping them under her veil to fasten the necklace in place. He withdrew his hands slowly, letting them linger over her shoulders. “Hostus and Appius are leaving tomorrow. They will visit a number of allied cities—”


  “—and buy some women,” said Tarpeia.


  Romulus said nothing. He didn’t have to. He looked at the pendant on her chest, gave her a curt nod of the head and left, leaving her standing somewhere between a house packed with royal furniture and an empty cart.


  CHAPTER III
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  Polyxene clipped one earring and then another on Tarpeia’s earlobes, nodding in approval at the way the orange carnelian gemstones dangled down the sides of her neck. It was a feminine touch that would compensate for her mistress’s still too-short hair.


  “What if he thinks I’m ugly?” asked Tarpeia.


  Polyxene scoffed. “You’re too young to be ugly, Domina. And have you not known the man since you were a child?”


  “Yes. Our families have a long history. I was betrothed to Gaius before I could walk. We used to play together as children.”


  “Then he knows how beautiful you can be.”


  One of the earrings pinched and Tarpeia reached up to adjust it, trying not to think of Romulus’s reaction at the sight of her boyish hair. It will grow. The words had stung. After she had left Romulus’s hut that night, she had sworn she would not again remove her veil for anyone—whether it be Romulus, Gaius, or Jupiter himself—until her hair had grown halfway down her back.


  But with Gaius’s imminent arrival in Rome and their upcoming wedding—and wedding night—there was no way around it. Her husband-to-be would see her hair. He would see all of her. The thought made her shudder with equal parts apprehension and anticipation.


  As Polyxene straightened her mistress’s veil and tucked a few short, unruly locks beneath the snug-fitting fabric, the door cracked open and Maxentius stuck his head inside Tarpeia’s home. She spun around to scowl at him.


  “Maxentius, why don’t you knock?”


  “Sorry, my lady,” he said insincerely. “Master Gaius Petronius is here.”


  Tarpeia squeezed her cheeks for color and waved Polyxene away. “Let him enter.”


  The door opened wide and Gaius stepped inside, his warm smile immediately causing a swell of flutters in Tarpeia’s stomach. He walked toward her without ceremony and wrapped one arm around her shoulders—his other arm held a large vase—and kissed her on the cheek.


  “I missed you,” he said. He kissed her cheek a second time, and then stood back to gaze openly at her. “I am relieved to see you in one piece. I heard they tried to use you as kindling.”


  Tarpeia laughed and touched her head. “I had to cut my hair short. You will hate it.”


  “I would love your head even if it were bald as a plum,” he said, “or fuzzy as a peach. No matter what piece of fruit it resembled, I would love it. You know I have an indiscriminate appetite.”


  Tarpeia laughed again, at once remembering why she was so fond of Gaius. It was not only his spirited nature and unconditional affection for her: his broad shoulders, light brown hair, and voice that always sounded slightly hoarse, sensually so, were just as appealing. She stepped back from him just enough to inspect the vase he carried under one arm. He held it out to her and she took it.


  “A gift from my mother,” he said. “She had it brought over from Athens. I told her to wait and give it to you in Cures, that we would just have to carry it all the way back, but you know her. There’s no arguing.”


  “It is beautiful,” said Tarpeia. “This style of black-figure pottery is exceptional.”


  “It is,” Gaius agreed, settling onto one of the fine couches by the central hearth.


  “Pegasus escaping his stable,” Tarpeia noted. “A unique theme.”


  “Not quite as unique as the scene on the other vase,” Gaius chuckled. “Zeus stiff as a bough, sodomizing poor Ganymede in the bath. Mother almost fainted when she saw it. I tried to bring it as well, but she just about took a mallet to it herself, just to make sure I didn’t.”


  A pang of homesickness ran through Tarpeia. Gaius’s mother had always been kind to her. Kinder, at times, and certainly more reliable, than her own mother had been. Gaius seemed to read her thoughts. He cleared his throat.


  “As far as I know, your mother is still living in one of King Tatius’s villas. It was rumored that she was expecting, but the pregnancy had a rough end. Whatever that means.”


  “It means her body knows her age, even if her mind can’t accept it.”


  Gaius rubbed his fresh-shaven face and surveyed the assortment of luxury furniture that filled Tarpeia’s house, his eyes scanning a large wall tapestry that depicted the interior of a temple, a great altar fire burning within.


  “I had not expected a new city to have such riches,” he said.


  “King Romulus had it all brought over from Alba Longa,” said Tarpeia. She walked to the tapestry and ran her palm over it. “This is the Temple of Vesta there. Isn’t it beautiful?”


  Gaius’s affable mood sobered. He twisted the thick gold ring on his right hand in thought, his fingernail scraping the small engraving of an olive branch on its surface. “What is he like, this new king?” he asked.


  “A bit more sour than usual the last few days, to be honest. He had dispatched some emissaries to Caenina, Antemnae and Crustumerium, and to Cures as well, hoping they would return with women. They didn’t.”


  “I’m not surprised.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “What father would agree to send his daughter to Rome? This city is populated with criminals. It’s common knowledge that Romulus grants asylum to all who come, including thieves and murderers.”


  Tarpeia brushed a piece of lint off the tapestry as she thought back to Maxentius’s admission by the Tiber—how he had killed a man and escaped from prison before coming to Rome.


  “Maybe,” she conceded, “although our allies are diplomatic enough to keep sending women for religious duty.”


  Gaius stood and approached her, absently inspecting the tapestry as he did. “That’s because Romulus has promised personal guards for every sacerdos. That’s the only reason your father allowed you to come.” He tugged playfully at her veil. “And they are Rome’s allies, Tarpeia. Not yours. You are still a Sabine.”


  “It was a manner of speech, Gaius.”


  He again glanced around the hut. “Romulus has approved your dismissal, correct?”


  “Yes. There are enough hands in the Aedes, and I have trained the next most senior sacerdos to take my place.”


  He kissed her cheek. “Then let’s go.”


  She turned to him and smiled, feeling her cheek warm on the spot where he had kissed it. “My duty requires that I bid the king farewell. You can come with me and we’ll be on the road by midday.”


  * * *


  As it happened, Tarpeia and Gaius were not on the road by midday. By the time Romulus finally joined them in his large strategy hut on the Palatine, the sun was already beginning to set. He strolled into the expansive hut, tossing his cloak into the waiting arms of a slave and washing his hands in a basin before turning to greet the pair who had by now been waiting for hours.


  Gaius and Tarpeia rose from their chairs as Romulus approached them, the king’s stare quickly fastening on Gaius.


  “Salve, Your Highness,” said Gaius, bowing his head. Romulus said nothing, but slumped tiredly into the chair across from them, gesturing for them to sit.


  “Proculus tells me you requested an audience,” Romulus said to Tarpeia. “How can I be of assistance?”


  Gaius tensed. The gilded furniture, the tapestries in her home, the gold bracelets wrapped around her forearms…he could have predicted this. He shifted his eyes to Tarpeia, but it was clear she still had not realized what was coming.


  “Your Highness, you will recall that I am to depart Rome today. My tenure as a sacerdos of Vesta has been over for some time now. And Gaius and I”—she looked smilingly at Gaius, then back at Romulus—“we are to be married next month.”


  In a move that struck Tarpeia as somewhere between strange and threatening, Proculus and Hostus entered the strategy hut and sauntered with false casualness up to Gaius. Only a moment later, Spurius entered as well.


  “Other arrangements have been made,” said Romulus. “Your father and I have just agreed that you and I will marry.”


  Tarpeia did not react for several long moments. Once the words took full meaning in her mind, however, she twisted in her chair to gape up at her father. His expression was sympathetic, but not strained. He had not been coerced. He had indeed agreed to it.


  A current of shock ran through Tarpeia. It met a current of anger, of betrayal, and the convergence momentarily stunned her into a silent stupor. Gaius was not so restrained. He leapt up from his chair and thrust his finger toward Romulus.


  “This will never stand!” he shouted. “I have had a binding marriage betrothal with this woman for years. I’ll take it to bloody king if have—”


  “I am the king,” said Romulus, standing.


  He motioned to Proculus, who moved his cloak aside to reveal the gleaming hilt of a dagger. “Come with us now, sir,” he said to Gaius.


  Sensing how close Gaius was to another outburst, and knowing the already aggravated king would not tolerate it, Spurius took Gaius by the arm. “I will escort him beyond the gates.”


  Tarpeia tried to meet eyes with Gaius, but the men who had surrounded him—her father, as well as Proculus and Hostus—obstructed her view. She watched disbelievingly as they dragged him out of Romulus’s hut, and then sat dazed as a silence descended. Even the slaves had been astute enough to have slipped outside. Yet again, she found herself alone with the king.


  Unsure of what else to do, she spoke plainly. “I care for him.”


  “I care for you,” replied Romulus. “It cannot have gone unnoticed.”


  Tarpeia hesitated. How to say it without angering him? “I hope you do not feel misled, Your Highness. I have been unsure of how to respond to your gifts. I am deeply honored by your proposal, but I do not wish to”—she smiled in a way that she thought was resolute, yet respectful—“rather, I wish to honor my betrothal to Gaius. It is the proper thing to do.”


  Romulus closed the short distance between them and sat beside her. “You will be queen
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